
 

 

 

GRASS GRUB – AUTUMN 2020 
 

BACKGROUND & FUTURE CONSIDERATIONS 

The New Zealand Grass grub (Costelytra zealandica) is a common pest of crop production throughout New 

Zealand. The common control options are cultural through rotation, cultivation and targeted interventions of 

rolling etc or the use of agrichemicals (e.g. seed treatments or granular insecticides). Currently the insecticides 

used for grass grub control are under regulatory or consumer pressure (e.g. Phorate was removed in 2017 and 

Diazinon is available until 2028). In addition, the European Union has not renewed the approval for chlorpyrifos, 

the active ingredient in SuSCon Green and imposed regulations that chlorpyrifos residues in all food (including 

imports) must be below detectable levels. Chemical control of grass grub as we currently know it may disappear 

in the next decade. More information. 

 

SEASONAL INFLUENCE 

Grass grub larvae populations appear similar to previous seasons in many irrigated or summer moist regions 

(e.g. Canterbury and Southland), but as always are variable within regions and farms. Generally, dry summers 

can desiccate eggs and reduce subsequent populations. However, in Canterbury, large numbers can still be 

found on dryland properties suggesting that summer rainfall (likely the 

late December rainfall that was so valuable for crop production) was 

adequate to ensure survival. Some of these populations are extremely 

variable in size (Photo 1), suggesting they will continue to feed well 

into winter and perhaps even into the spring before they build up 

enough fat for pupation in October and November. For the best 

control of grass grub, most treatments need to be applied at sowing 

(e.g. seed treatments and granular insecticides) or when larvae are 

actively feeding close to the surface. More information. 

Photo 1. Variation in the size of grass grub larvae located on a dryland 

site near Chertsey, Mid Canterbury, May 2020. 

 

WHAT TO DO NOW? 

Growers should now be actively looking for grass grub populations in areas known to have previously had grass 

grub issues or rotation positions where larvae populations are generally high (e.g. following 2nd year white clover 

seed crops). Also, look in any ‘yellow’ areas in other crops. Monitor for larvae by digging holes and sorting 

through the soil manually looking for larvae (Photo 2). Larvae could be mistaken for Clover Root Weevil larvae 

which are similar in appearance, but generally much smaller (up to about 4 mm in length) and lack noticeable 

legs. The depth required will generally depend on the cultivation method where deeper cultivation with buried 

plants will encourage greater distribution within the soil profile, while direct drilled crops generally have larvae 

concentrated in the top 5 cm (until they pupate when they move deeper, ~20cm). Thresholds for treatments 

depend on the type of crop, crop growth stage and where the larvae are located in the soil profile. Generally, 

crops with higher planting densities and better winter growth have a higher threshold than sparse, slow growing 

crops (e.g. carrot seed production). 

https://ec.europa.eu/food/plant/pesticides/approval_active_substances/chlorpyrifos_chlorpyrifos-methyl_en
https://www.far.org.nz/assets/files/editable/f9488538-e545-4083-8c57-1b54e457e13e.pdf


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo 2. Grass grub larvae. 

Post-planting treatments are limited to chemical control (e.g. Diazinon) or cultural controls of which the success 

will depend entirely on the location of larvae in the soil profile, for example both Diazinon or heavy rolling will 

be more effective if larvae are located near the soil surface. If they are below 5 cm these options are ineffective 

at providing control. 

 

CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE NEXT TWO MONTHS 

For crops sown in March, the efficacy of seed treatments will be declining and unless larvae have died they will 

return to feed on young roots during winter as they build up fat reserves suitable for pupation.  Larvae should 

now have all progressed to third instars where they need living roots to feed on.  In the 1st and 2nd instars they 

can feed on organic matter and in particular the dead roots of a previous crop – as is often referred to as 

‘ploughing them down with a packed lunch’ where they return in winter as hungry third instar larvae to attack 

the newly sown crop.  Thus, ensure you monitor crops for larvae as winter slows crop growth and larvae may 

move upwards to feed. More information on the biology of grass grub. 

Photo 3 and 4: Grass grub larvae located on a dryland site near Chertsey, Mid Canterbury, May 2020. 
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